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CARDINAL INNOVATIONS 


Officials have ‘serious 
concerns’ about agency 


BY CASSIE COPE AND JIM MORRILL 
ccope@charlotteobserver.com 


State health officials said 
Monday they continue to have 
“serious concerns” with the 
leadership of Charlotte-based 
Cardinal Innovations, including 
the award of a two-year sever- 
ance package to its ousted CEO. 

Cardinal’s board fired CEO 
Richard Topping on Friday, 


effective Dec. 1. The board also 
gave him the two-year sever- 
ance, though exactly how much 
that will be remained unclear 
Monday. 

One state senator questioned 
whether the severance is legally 
enforceable. 

Cardinal is North Carolina’s 
largest state-funded mental 
health managed care organiza- 
tion. It offers services for people 
with disabilities, mental health 


needs and substance abuse in 
20 North Carolina counties, 
including Mecklenburg. 

In May, State Auditor Beth 
Wood ripped Cardinal for 
spending on CEO pay as well as 
on lavish Christmas parties and 
board retreats, charter flights 
for executives and “question- 
able” credit card purchases, 
including alcohol. All of that, 
her report said, threatened to 
“erode public trust.” 


Just last month, the Cardinal 
board voted to reduce Topping’s 
salary from more than 
$600,000 to just over 
$200,000, according to news 
reports. On Monday, Cardinal 
did not release the amount of 
severance that Topping will get 
over the next two years. 

Cardinal spokesperson Ashley 
Conger said the Charlotte-based 
organization expects to provide 
the number later this week. 


“The severance is still in process 
and not finalized, and therefore 
not available at this time,” she 
said. 

Cardinal board chair Lucy 
Drake confirmed on Monday 
that Topping would get two 
years of severance but said she 
did not know which salary 
would be used. 

State Sen. Tommy Tucker, 
R-Union, said he was pleased 
that Topping was ousted. 

“He had become toxic to the 
organization,” Tucker said, 
adding there was a curtailment 
of services to the population 
Cardinal serves because of 
money spent, including on exor- 
bitant salaries. 

“Pay him and get him gone,” 
Tucker said of the severance, 


SEE CARDINAL, 3A 


NATION & WORLD 


NORTH KOREA ON 
TERRORISM LIST 


President Donald Trump 
on Monday officially 
designated North Korea 
as a state sponsor of 
terrorism. 8A 


BUSINESS 


FLORAL SHOP 
MOVING 


Elizabeth House Flowers 
is moving from its 
longtime home in South 
End because of a 
significant rent hike. 5A 


LOCAL 


MOWER TAKES 
OUT ‘CONE WEED’ 


The decorated weed that 
grew through a traffic 
cone was crushed, but not 
before its message of 


Program aims to stop impaired 
drivers before they hit the road 


BY ANNA DOUGLAS 
adouglas@charlotteobserver.com 


t first glance, it looks a 
lot like a drunken driv- 
ing sting. 

Police wait in a park- 
ing lot, looking for drunk peo- 
ple - especially the ones headed 
toward a car with keys in hand. 

A police officer pulls them 
aside and asks if they’re too 
intoxicated to drive and how 
they’re planning on getting 
home. 

“At first, they think this is a 
joke. Something’s up. They’ll 
say, ‘Yow’re trying to trick us,’ ” 
says Chief Michael Crowley, 
head of Alcohol Beverage Con- 
trol law enforcement in Meck- 
lenburg County. 

But officers with Operation 
Safe Streets aren’t arresting 


66 


AT FIRST, THEY THINK THIS IS A JOKE. 
SOMETHING'S UP. THEY'LL SAY, 
‘YOU'RE TRYING TO TRICK US: 


Chief Michael Crowley, head of Alcohol Beverage Control 
law enforcement in Mecklenburg County 


Instead, a team of about a 
dozen police officers work in 
pairs around Mecklenburg 
County to stop people before 
they drink and drive. Police 
officers identify themselves, 
tell people they are not under 
arrest, and will even help them 
pay for a ride home if they 
don’t have money. 

Operation Safe Streets has 
prevented 600 people from 
driving impaired since the pro- 


ago, Crowley said. None of 
those people were handcuffed. 
Most of them, Crowley said, 
will admit they’ve drunk too 
much to drive safely. 

In Huntersville, officers once 
found a man asleep, lying on 
the pavement near his car. He 
told them he was taking a nap 
and would be fine to drive 
home. But officers saw he was 
too drunk to drive safely and 
called him a ride. His car 


DIEDRA LAIRD dlaird@charlotteobserver.com 


Mecklenburg County Alcohol Beverage Control law enforcement officers work late nights around Charlotte to check people leaving bars 
and restaurants. The officers focus on preventing impaired driving and arrange safe rides for people too intoxicated to drive home. 


Recently, Crowley stopped a 
college student from driving 
home from a bar on Montford 
Drive, a popular entertainment 
district in south Charlotte. The 
young woman was fumbling 
with her keys and having trou- 
ble opening her car door. 

“Her friends had left. She 
was extremely intoxicated,” 
Crowley said. “That would be 
like a bullet coming out of gun, 
going down (Interstate) 77.” 

Montford and its dozens of 
restaurants and bars are usually 
in the Operation Safe Streets 
weekend rotation. ABC officers 
target popular bars, concert 
venues and crowded nightlife 
areas, typically on Friday and 
Saturday nights. Past locations 
around Charlotte include 
NoDa, Uptown, Ballantyne and 
Wilkinson Boulevard. 
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